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More Than a Corruptor of Wesley: Pheobe Palmer and the Emancipation of Holiness Women 
by Henry H. Knight III 
Diane Leclerc. Singleness of 
Heart: Gender, Sin, and Holiness 
in Historical Perspective. The 
Scarecrow Press. 200 I . 
Some books offer fresh and persuasive interpreta-tions of hi storical figures . 
Others make important contri-
butions to theological reflec-
tion today. A book that does 
either of these well deserves 
our attention and gratitude. 
Diane Leclerc has written a 
book that does both. She 
addresses an issue that is a t the 
heart of the Wesleyan Holiness 
tradition : The relation of sin 
and holiness. Theologically 
our diagnosis of the problem 
of sin must correspond to our 
holiness cure. Western 
Christianity, following 
Augustine, has understood the 
fundamental sin to be pride . 
Leclerc identifies a different 
tradition that includes jerome, 
Chrysostom, john Wesley, and 
Phoebe Palmer, which under-
stands the fundamental sin to 
be idolatry. Such idolatry 
could be self-idolatry but it 
could also be relational-idola-
try, in which our relationship 
to spouses, children, o r others 
take the place of Cod. 
Holiness as single ness of heart 
focuses our devotion on Cod, 
and is thus the remedy for our 
idolatry. 
This is the bare outline of 
her argument. But to put it 
this way obscures the com-
plexity and richness of her 
work. She avoids oversimplifi-
catio n at every turn . It is her 
recognition of the complexity 
and even the ambiguity of her 
theologians and their ideas 
that gives the book its persua-
sive power. 
The richness is due in part 
to her methodology. Here I 
want to note two aspects of 
her approach . The first is her 
linkage of sound historical 
resea rch with constructive the-
ological re flection . She seeks 
to understand theological ideas 
in their context but never sees 
them as simply the result of 
their context. Her fresh illumi-
nation of past theologies does 
not relegate them to the past 
original si n; more recently any 
gendered unde rstanding of sin 
is called into question by post-
modern anti-essentiali sm 
which sees gender itself as a 
cultural construction. 
Leclerc advocates a 
"strategic essentialism" that 
continues to speak of gender 
distinctions, but does so with-
out assuming a sta tic universal-
ity. In her analysis she enlists 
two contrasting feminist 
thinkers who provide lenses 
through which she examines 
her theologians. Simone de 
Beauvoir is an early anti-essen-
tia list who urges women to lay 
Palmer envisions a total devotion to God 
that instead of requiring women to abandon 
roles as wife and mother is able to transform 
these roles. 
but highlights their contempo-
rary relevance. 
The second is her distinctive 
feminist analysis. Leclerc is in 
the tradition of feminist the-
o logians who consider the 
depiction of original sin as 
pride as derived from a male 
perspective; from the stand -
point of women the original 
sin is mo re a failure to take 
responsibility for one's own 
life. These are controversia l 
claims, within feminist theolo-
gy as well as without . Many 
feminists see patriarchy as the 
claim to thei r own subi ectivity 
and transcend their situations. 
Luce Iriga ray speaks of woman 
in essentialist term s, and has a 
far more complex understand-
ing of how "psychic structures" 
and the "nature of language 
itse lf" keep women in their 
oppression (pg. 12l. Women 
can liberate themselves by 
deliberately assuming the femi -
nine role assigned to them, 
make it thei r own, and then 
subvert it. This is accom-
plished by taking over the 
misogynistic rhetoric of their 
day and using it to make visi -
ble their own subiectivity Part 
of the complexity of Leclerc's 
analysis is that she sees both of 
these forms of femi nist experi-
ence-the transcendence of cir-
cumstances and the subversion 
of misogynistic rhetoric-at 
work in church history. 
Using this lens, Leclerc shows 
how, for a ll their differences, 
jerome and Chrysostom repre-
sent a tradition that identifies 
original sin as idolatry. Their 
rhetoric promoted the re nunci-
ation of the feminine roles of 
wife and mother in order to 
be full y devoted to Cod. In 
th is way women ascetics could 
become "female men of Cod" 
(p , 25l. Augustine by compar-
ison gave great honor to fe mi -
nine roles, and to women as 
women, but in the process 
call ed women to remain in 
relationships that requ ire "pas-
sive humility" and submission 
to a "Cod-ordained social strat-
ification" (p . 49l. 
Wesley is placed squarely 
in the tradition of jerome and 
Chrysostom. While most 
interpreters of Wesley see him 
as a fo ll ower of Augustine, 
affirming pride as o riginal sin, 
Leclerc finds in Wesley a clea r 
and consistent emphasis on sin 
as idolatry, including relational 
idolatry. Like his patristic pre-
decessors, Wesley urged 
women not to be trapped in 
traditional roles such as mar-
riage so that they might be 
free to fully serve Cod. Her 
analysis here is very suggestive 
and deserves careful considera-
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Palmer, cont. 
tion by Wesley scholars. 
What I found most 
intriguing was her discussion 
of Phoebe Palmer. While 
Palmer has received a lot of 
bad press for diluting and 
oversimplifying Wesley's theol-
ogy, Leclerc has identified sev-
eral highly significant contribu-
tions by Palmer to Wesleyan 
holiness theology. Among 
these was her understanding 
of entire consecration. Palmer 
envisions a total devotion to 
God that instead of requiring 
women to abandon roles as 
wife and mother is able to 
transform these roles. Leclerc 
argues that Palmer re-genders 
"Eastern and Western theories 
of subiectivity" (p.12?) 
Instead of becoming symbolic 
males, they become women 
set free for singleness of heart 
within their relationships. 
Palmer uses the language of 
the nineteenth century" cult of 
domesticity" to enable women 
to transcend the limits of tradi-
tional relationships and engage 
in their calling, not as female 
sons but as "prophesying 
daughters of God" (p. 128). 
This fresh rendering of Phoebe 
Palmer's theology is for me the 
most exciting contribution of 
this book. 
Leclerc's work should 
serve as an impetus for further 
research. For example, are 
Wesley's classes and bands a 
way he addresses the issue of 
how to have singleness of 
heart while remaining in 
everyday relationships and 
activities) How might this be 
understood in light of his 
advice to women) This is one 
of many avenues of thought 
opened to us by Leclerc's rich 
analysis. 
Henry H. Knight 1/1 is Associate 
Professor of Evangelism at Saint 
Paul School of Theology, Kansas 
City, MO 64127 
Fits, Trances & Visions: Experiencing Religion and Explaining Experience from Wesley to James, 
Ann Taves. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999. 449 pages. Reviewed byJanet Dean 
Are unusual religious experi- Taves, a professor of the History of ed by the laity, but not by clergy 
ences - fits, trances, visions, speak- Christianity and American Religion or academicians. 
ing in tongues, clairvoyance, out- at the Oaremont School of In the third period, "Religion 
of-body experiences, and posses- Theology and of Religion at the and the Subconscious (1886-
sion - real? Are they from God? Oaremont Graduate University, I 91 0) ," Taves outlines the devel-
Or, are they from the devil, one's divides her overview of the histori- opment of professional and acade-
imagination, hypnosis, insanity, cal understandings of religious mic psychology and argues that 
imitation, weakness of character, experience into three periods. In these elites "transformed the pop-
or some sort of psychological con- the first section, "Formalism, ular psychology of animal magnet-
dition) The answer depends on Enthusiasm, and True Religion ism into the new experimental 
whom one asks. Imagine a con- ( I 740- 1820) ," Taves discusses psychology of the subconscious, 
versation at one of my family how Anglo-American evangelism granting it a new respectability 
gatherings - my sister-in-law spent and its accompanying religious (5)." The subconscious serves as 
two years in Sri Lanka studying experiences, those of fits, trances, the mechanism for making sense 
the group dissociative religious shouting, and other involuntary of religious experiences. 
practices of the T ami! people: I physical movements, were inter- Taves' discussion across these 
work in a psychiatric hospital with preted within the context of the periods is difficult to follow with-
patients suffering from hallucina- established church, Enlightenment out some historical background in 
tions and delusions; my father-in- thought, and religious warfare. evangelical revivalism and early 
law, a physician, believes that In the second section, psychological thought This seems 
appropriate medication normalize "Popular Psychology and Popular to be due to poor development of 
one's mental experiences; and my Religion ( 1820-1890)," Taves dis- the overarching frameworks and 
husband is an ordained c1ergyper- cusses how the decline of the limited explanations of important 
son in an evangelical denomina- more traditional churches and the- terms and concepts. However, for 
tion with strong roots in the ology, along with the Methodism those with prior relevant knowl-
camp-meeting movement. Our expansion and new religious edge, this book provides detailed, 
debate, a mere reflection of that movements, provided the atrnos- thorough, and convincing evi-
in society at large, both has its phere in which religious experi- dence for three continuing 
roots in and mirrors the historical ences could be understood as out- streams of thought regarding such 
one that Ann Taves vivifies in her comes of animal magnetism and unusual religious experiences -
book, Fits, Trances, & Visions: later as special mental states. the religious, the natural, and the 
Experiencing Religion and Explaining Taves shows how these experi- mediating. Taves does this 
Experience from Weslry to fames. ences and their explanations tend- through recounting stories, anec-
In this award-winning book, ed to be accepted and promulgat- dotes, and quotations that help 
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the reader to examine the issues 
at several different levels, including 
that of the individual, the church, 
society, and academia. 
Also, Taves seems to draw 
her own conclusion, suggesting 
that mediation is the best 
approach to understanding reli-
gious experiences. Following the 
thinking of William James, perhaps 
the most prominent and elevated 
figure in this overview, Taves 
argues that the supernatural and 
the natural can co-exist in the 
same phenomena - they are not 
mutually exclusive. And, to better 
understand this, she argues for a 
shared language and shared per-
spectives across the disciplines, 
rather than the longstanding dis-
tinct and separatist ones. 
Unfortunately, this conclusion may 
be overly idealistic. The disciplines 
understand such phenomena 
through their own worldviews, 
and, by doing so, they are enabled 
to pursue their own particular 
goals. A few years ago, after per-
sistently bothering one of my pro-
fessors with the question of free 
will in an empirical personality 
course, he, with much exacerba-
tion, remarked, "Free will may 
Cant. on page 4 
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very well exist, but psychology 
and its scientific method cannot 
examine it" Would psychology 
be more complete if it incorporat-
ed such ideas and changed its 
methods 7 Probably, but psycholo-
gy's current overarching goal is to 
change maladaptive behaviors, 
and empirical behaviorism, which 
blatantly denies free will, is 
extremely effective at achieving 
this goal. 
In fact, and perhaps slightly 
detrimental to Taves' argument, 
lames' philosophical thinking led 
him to a potentially dangerous 
position, that of pragmatism 
(Hothersall, 344). This early form 
of relativism purports that if one's 
beliefs bring about the desired 
consequences then those beliefs 
are true for that person. Thus, "if, 
for a particular person, a belief in 
God works - that is, produces 
practical benefits in terms of ... 
personal adjustment ... then for 
that person the existence of God 
is a pragmatic truth. If a person 
believes that bathing in a particular 
mineral bath ... will relieve back 
pain, and it does, then that is a 
truth for that person (Hothersall, 
344)." As a result, different sys-
tems of beliefs were not integrat-
ed, but could coexist separately. 
And, because no one system of 
beliefs holds any absolute truth, 
no beliefs should be imposed on 
other people. Interestingly, lames 
himself gave up holding to two 
different systems of thinking; that 
is, he eventually decided to pursue 
philosophy rather than psychologi-
cal experimentation (Hothersall, 
338-351 ). 
Overall, Taves' work is an 
impressive historical overview of a 
topic pushed aside by religion, 
psychology, and a host of other 
disciplines, and it leads us to an 
idealized, all-encompassing view 
of religious experience. This rich 
understanding of the human con-
dition integrates the natural and 
the supematural and helps us to 
see that we are multifaceted 
beings, whose spiritual, biological, 
psychological, and social aspects 
cannot be unwove. 
Unfortunately, as history witness-
es, we consistently struggle to 
comprehend how beautifully intri-
cate the tapestry of our human-
ness truly is. And, our means of 
exploration, from religious beliefs 
to philosophy to empiricism, 
remain too primitive to be of 
much assistance in this endeavor. 
Despite the weaknesses of 
this text - the non-historian will 
struggle to digest the detailed 
accounts, the scientist will want 
more analysis, the theologian will 
want more theological and biblical 
grounding, and the enthusiast will 
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want more "how-to's" - most 
readers will gain a deeper appreci-
ation of such unusual religious 
experiences, their religious and 
natural interpretations, their role in 
the development of both religious 
and psychological movements, 
and the need for a more compre-
hensive, integrative understanding 
of these phenomena. This is an 
important text for those interested 
in evangelical history and theology, 
in unusual religious experiences 
and psychical phenomena, or in 
the early connection between reli-
gion and psychology. 
lanet B. Dean, M.A., MDiv. 
Doctoral Candidate in Clinical 
Psychology 
The Ohio State University 
Columbus, Ohio 
Announcing a Significant Reprint Series in Holiness Movement Students 
Distinguished historian Charles Edwin lones has recently released a significant series of reprints of important and 
rare out of print texts documenting the Holiness Movement. The series includes the two separate volumes that 
emerged from the New York Preachers Meeting of 1867; the proceedings of the Western Union Holiness Convention, 
lacksonville, Illinois (( 880); General Holiness Assembly, Chicago, Illinois (( 885); and the 1904 Holiness Union 
Meeting in Memphis, Tennessee. The collection includes significant and very rare publications that document the histo-
ry of the Church of God (Holiness) including rare works from the pens of I· W. Caughlan, J. A. Sneed, and A. M 
Kiergan. The volumes cost $20.00 each. For an order form, please contact Charles Edwin Jones, 12300 Springwood 
Drive, Oklahoma City, OK 73120. Dr. Jones' phone number is (405) 751-0574. 
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